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Abstract 
The study, based on the literature on learning activities and assignments in complex learning settings (Sadler, 2008), 
focuses on what kind of seminar activities are most likely to have a positive relationship with the students’ grades. 
Participants in the study were 273 undergraduate psychology students (2nd year). The results suggest that if the 
progress in learning is assessed by the  knowledge development, the students must to be  involved more in  activities 
focused on knowledge, based on an analytical strategy and aiming Bloom’ learning objective “application”.  
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1. Introduction 
Within the topic area of assessment of student knowledge and learning experiences, there are issues of 
its relationship with the type of seminar activities that are most likely to support attainment of the goals of 
the assessment. Literature refers to the relationship between assessment, academic achievement (i.e. 
grades) and educational accomplishment (Elliott et al., 2001) and to a lack of a general theory of 
formative assessment in complex learning settings (Sadler, 2008). Considering that one of the challenges 
of applying active learning techniques is their contribution in assessing student attainment in order to 
establish a grade (Huba and Freed, 2000; Bean, 2001; Fink, 2003) some interesting models for evaluating 
student performance in learning activities were proposed. We can notice that some of them are focused on 
learning activities themselves while others are focused on how to tackle scoring of learning activities to 
take into account (Sadler, 2008; Lombardi, 2008). Models for evaluating student performance in learning 
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activities focused on learning activities themselves highlight the fact that some activities are performed 
for a specific aim in teaching, while some activities can be carried out for more than one purpose and with 
different effects on accomplishment of these purposes (Sadler, 2008; Lombardi, 2008).  
A variety of "potential student products" are presented and analyzed in literature both to develop their 
knowledge and skills and to assess progress in achieving the teaching / learning’s objectives. Angelo and 
Cross (1993), in the handbook for college teachers, present an extremely useful inventory of classroom 
assessment techniques (CATS) made for the express purpose of establishing learning environments 
leading students to assume responsibility for their own learning. The authors differentiate learning 
activities depending: 1) on their focusing on "Bloom's Taxonomy to Create Critical Thinking Focused 
Activities & Assignments" (revised by Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001), respectively: remembering, 
understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, creating) and 2) on the learning strategies they enable. 
Based on the second criterion, the authors differentiate: a) activities supporting analysis (the 
simplification of information, questions, or problems to help comprehension and problem solving) 
namely posters, outlines; b) activities supporting synthesis (concept reviews, summaries, concept maps); 
c) activities supporting critical thinking (involved in round tables, debates, focus-groups). Thus: concept 
review (synthesis) is presented as an activity allowing students to review concepts covered in lectures 
while making of an abstract article is presented as an activity giving students active strategy to study and 
investigate articles in the area (Bean, 2001). Concept mapping is presented as an activity allowing 
students to articulate different concepts and to systematize and express knowledge while designing and 
conducting academic controversies (debates, focus-groups) are described as activities allowing students to 
understand different opinions on an issue (Johnson and Johnson, 1994).  
Research problem of this study is to describe and explain (as much as possible) the relationship among 
students' results on written examination at a course of learning psychology depending on the type of 
activities they performed in the context of seminars allocated to the course (activities implying 
independence in both choosing the type of activity and its completion). Although the problem is not 
completely new in nature (Stanculescu, 2008), in the Romanian specialized literature there is, to our 
knowledge, very little empirical research that directly examined this issue, particularly in terms of type of 
independent activity performed by university students. Thus, empirical research is needed to examine this 
relationship in the context of the extraordinary diversification of resources that students can use in 
performing their independent activities (many of them electronic).  
The main purpose of the present study is to analyze the variances in undergraduate students’ test 
attainments (examination grades) depending on the kinds of seminar activities carried out by them. It was 
predicted that students’ grades in written examinations would be higher in case of choosing and 
performing seminar activities that are more knowledge focused, requiring mainly analytical and synthetic 
strategies for treating the material being subordinated to the learning objectives of understanding and 
applying and would be lower in case of choosing and performing seminar activities requiring mainly 
strategies of critical thinking and being subordinated to the learning objective of evaluating.   
2. Method 
2.1. Participants and instruments  
Participants in the study were 273 undergraduate psychology students (2nd year) enrolled in two 
courses (Educational Psychology - first semester and Learning psychology – second semester) in 
academic year 2010 – 2011, in a public psychology faculty in Bucharest, Romania. The participants were 
35 males and 238 females, aged 20 to 42 years (M = 21.40, SD = 2.66).   
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Data collection instruments and protocols included document coding forms and contents and 
documents’ analysis guides. Protocol of analyzing the documents recording the students’ seminar activity 
included: type of independent activity chosen by student, category of activity chosen, the score obtained 
for the quality of the product provided.   
2.2. Procedure and data analysis  
The research-action was conducted in the academic year 2010 - 2011, in the context of two courses 
taught  by  the  same  tenured  lecturer  (the  first  author  of  this  study)  and  the  seminars  subsumed  in  these  
courses run by the same tutor (the second author of this article), namely the courses of educational 
psychology and learning psychology. In the second course (second semester) two types of independent 
activities were required, activities focused on one of the important issues of learning psychology (one 
more flexible e.g. designing a debate, round table or focus-group program and one more focused on 
knowledge database like reviewing an article, chapter from a book or a book, making an outline, a 
concept review (synthesis), a power point presentation or a concept map). Students were allowed to 
choose the type of activity. The product of one of these independent activities had to be presented orally 
in the seminar, with immediate feedback on product quality while the product of the second activity had 
to be presented before the written examination and was evaluated both by the seminar tutor and the course 
tenured lecturer who was also the examiner in the written examination. Based on the information and 
features presented as theoretical support of this study, these activities were recoded so that there is a more 
sensitive distinction among their characteristics, into: a) activities focused on learning strategy used and 
b) activities focused on Bloom’s learning objectives. At the end of the semester, the students held a 
written examination marked with 7 points. In the written exam there were items involving all 
competences engaged through the seminar activities (analysis, synthesis, critical thinking, corresponding 
to the learning objectives: applying, understanding and evaluating). The bivariate correlation, one-way 
analysis of variance and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) were performed.  
3. Results 
Table 1 shows the central tendencies of points obtained for the seminar activities and written exam 
(both in the current and the previous examination). Depending on the type of seminar activity chosen, 
students were distributed as follows: 14.3% chose activities such as design of a focus group, 43.4% 
submitted a summary and 24.7% chose an outline. The 14.3% of students who did not prepare one or both 
seminar activities, and the 3.2% students who did not present works to be included in one of the types of 
activities required (e.g. a regular essay), a total of 17.5% students out of 279 were excluded from the 
analyses presented below. 
Table 1. Mean and standard deviations of scores obtained in the students’ assessments 
Scale N Min.  
statistic 
Max. 
statistic 
Mean SD 
Scores for  written exam in learning psychology 225 2 7 5.09 1.70 
Scores for seminar activities in learning psychology 230 1 3 2.56 0.62 
Scores for prior written exam in  Educational psychology  (1st semester) 243 2 7 5.80 1..37 
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Scores for written exam in learning psychology correlated with scores for seminar activities in learning 
psychology (r = .38, p< 0.001) and scores for written exam in Educational psychology (1st semester) (r = 
.54, p<0.001). These coefficients indicate a weak to moderate relationship among the variables.  
3.1. Differences in students’ grades for the seminar activities and in written exams depending on the type 
of seminar activities.   
One-way analysis of variance was used to compare the means of points obtained by students 
depending on the type of seminar activities they chose (analysis, synthesis, critical thinking corresponding 
to: understanding, evaluating, and applying). Scores for seminar activities were found to be higher (F = 
6.58, p<0.001) for those who chose activities focused on applying involving analysis strategy (outlines) 
(M = 2.85, SD = 0.35) and those who chose activities focused on understanding involving synthesis 
(concept review, summaries) (M = 2.79, SD=0.39) in comparison with those who chose activities focused 
on evaluating involving critical thinking strategy (focus groups) (M= 1.47, SD = 1.47). Scores for the 
written exam in learning psychology were found to be significantly higher for the students who chose 
activities involving synthesis, understanding (concept review, summaries) (M= 5.38, SD= 1.55), and 
analysis, applying (outlines) (M = 5.31, SD = 1.60) compared with students who chose activities 
involving critical thinking and evaluating (focus groups) (M= 3.83, SD= 1.53). 
3.2. Differences in students’ grades in the written exams depending on the interaction between the type of 
seminar activities, the level of score obtained for the quality of the seminar activities and the level of 
previous success in a similar exam.  
A 3 (types of seminar activities) * 3 (level of scores obtained for the quality of the seminar activities) * 
3 (level of grades obtained in the prior written examination in educational psychology) factorial analysis 
of variance was conducted for the study of the effect of the interactions between these variables in 
differentiating the score obtained by students in the written exam in learning psychology. The analysis of 
variance revealed a main effect of the level of scores for seminar activities and the level of grades 
obtained in the previous written examination (educational psychology) [F (2.449) = 9.95, p = < 0.001, 
partial Ș2 = 0.05] and two interaction effects: one from the level of grades obtained in the previous written 
examination (educational psychology) with the type of seminar activity [F (2.449) = 2.57, p= 0.038, 
partial Ș2 = 0.02] and one from the combined effect of the type of seminar activities with the level of 
score obtained for the quality of the seminar activities), levels of grades obtained in the previous written 
examination in educational psychology) [F (2.449) = 6.69, p= <0.001, partial Ș2 = 0.06].  
4. Discussion and conclusions  
The highest grades in the written examination were obtained by students who chose activities that 
involved synthesis, understanding (concept review, summaries) followed by those who chose activities 
that require analysis, applying (outlines) while the lowest grades were obtained by students who chose 
activities implying critical thinking and evaluating (focus groups). One explanation would be that the 
evaluation and critical thinking need higher order skills than the first two categories, competencies that 
students have only after developing knowledge specific to an academic field. The highest grade was 
obtained by students who chose concept review or summaries (synthesis, understanding), with high score 
(level 3) both for the seminar activity and the previous written exam (Educational psychology). It can be 
assumed that assessments of activities involving both an analytical and a synthetic approach for the work 
performance have a clearer meaning for students, while they understand better where and what was not 
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enough in their previous works for obtaining a maximum grade, compared with activities that involve 
critical thinking and ability to evaluate information. Another possible explanation would be that activities 
that are more focused on analysis - synthesis of knowledge require a much more "active" involvement in 
developing the work, consulting many bibliographic sources encouraging the topics in the written exam to 
be approached in a more secure, more coherent and more documented manner. Theses results are 
congruent with theoretical assumptions used as a basis of the research (Bean, 1996; Angelo and Cross, 
1993; Sadler, 2008; Lombardi, 2008). The results may suggest that further study is needed to develop the 
problem of congruence between activities and their products in which students are involved in the 
improvement of knowledge in a particular academic area. The results of this study should be considered 
in light of the limitation that data refer to a sole area of psychology (learning psychology). Research of 
differences in other areas of psychology learning in higher education would be also welcome.  
As practical implication of these results there is the suggestion to reconsider the importance of seminar 
activities and tasks based primarily on analysis and synthesis and on understanding and applying 
knowledge (which are usually assessed in the written examinations particularly when examining a large 
number of students). The findings of this study do not advocate restriction of independent activities that 
involve critical thinking or assessment but recommend that they should be used with caution when the 
seminar activities are intended to provide the student with good training for obtaining good results in the 
written exam, on the basis of which the students pass, are ranked for scholarships or for admission to a 
higher level of academic training (e.g. master degrees).  
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